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Contentious, cantankerous, and some-
times self contradictory, the peripatetic 
Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, 
better known as Paracelsus, was arguably 
the prototype of the physician-scientist. 
Born in a Swiss hamlet in 1493, his brief 
life spanned a period of seismic change in 
religion, politics, and science. Like an ex-
president or celebrity chef, this medieval 
magus was known to and by a laundry 
list of the rich and famous. Phillip Ball, a 
prize-winning author on scientific mat-
ters, has attempted to capture the breath 
and essence of this man and his times in 
The devil’s doctor: Paracelsus and the world of 
Renaissance magic and science.

The fascination Ball stirs in his account 
of the life of Paracelsus stems not from 
the fact that his subject treated German 
humanist Erasmus or consorted with Swiss 
theologian Zwingli, but rather that he 
mediated the transition between alchemy 
and chemistry and between astrology and 
astronomy at a time when barbers, apoth-
ecaries, and priests were gradually ceding 
ground to scientists, surgeons, and physi-
cians. Like Robert Boyle, William Harvey, 
and Francis Bacon, all notable figures from 
this important time of transition, Paracel-
sus simultaneously retained and disrupted 
distinct elements of old beliefs.

Paracelsus gained his training in the tradi-
tional way, first, through apprenticeship to 
his physician father, then as an “intellectual 
vagabond,” moving between the universities 
of medieval Germany. His assumed name, 
meaning “beyond Celsus,” referred to the 
Roman scientist and author of De re medicina. 
During his time, medicine and science, just 
like religion, were based on the fundamentals 
of received truth. The ancient texts of Aristo-
tle, Galen, and Ptolemy were memorized as 
literal guides to contemporary medicine and 
science and their subjugation to the stars.

While numerology, uroscopy, and astrol-
ogy may seem like amusing echoes of our 
discarded past, these disciplines had a 
certain logic that underpinned a thriving 
economic endeavor. Paracelsus the alche-
mist challenged this established order by 
founding his medical practice on observa-
tion, examination, and experimentation. 
He never doubted God’s role in creation, 
but, as we are reminded by Ball, believed 
that this creation could be explored and 
understood independent of God himself.

The so-called “princes of established 
medicine” — the local doyens of the medi-
cal faculty — had much to lose from this 
disruptive character. Paracelsus hated their 
fine clothes, their lofty pronunciations of 
received truth, and their “friendly, affec-
tionate manner, ceremony [and] ingratiat-
ing ways,” masquerading as substitutes for 
effective patient treatment. He despised 
their lack of investigation and experimen-
tation and their avoidance of physical con-
tact with their patients, areas consigned 
largely to the barber/surgeons.

As the book details, his confrontational 
style led to expulsions, periodic penury, and 
a life on the move, from Ancona to Algiers, 
Cairo to Cordoba, Moscow to Modena. He 
was castigated and despised, ridiculed as an 
inebriate, and as feared as the sinister Doc-
tor Faustus. But he was noticed. Indeed, 
Paracelsus did not so much make a lasting 
scientific discovery as challenge a belief sys-
tem. Indeed, he was often wrong, but in the 
words of Ball, he was “wrong and reason-
able,” and people listened.

The reason we remember him and not 
others is probably the medium of his mes-
sage: confrontational and explicit dispute 
promulgated in person widely and some-
times wildly and accompanied by a prolific 
output of written material, even though 
much of it was published after he per-

ished. His writings included treatises on 
the details of alchemy, what may have been 
the first textbook on biochemistry, sympa-
thetic analyses of mental illness, a clinical 
description of syphilis, and his Astronomia 
magna — his hitchhiker’s guide to life, the 
universe, and everything. His intense travel 
schedule and efforts to promote his views, 
seek financial and political support, and 
engage his critics presaged the contem-
porary physician-scientist and were main-
tained until his death in Salzburg in 1541.

Ball has done a remarkable job in pull-
ing together the scraps of facts and myths 
that relate to the life of this contradictory 
character. Irritating and inspired, lucid and 
ludicrous, Paracelsus combined fantastical 
theories of the regenerative powers of putre-
faction and sperm with a subtle apprecia-
tion of dose-response curves in segregating 
therapeutic efficacy from the adverse effects 
of mercury. It’s all there, and more. However, 
this is not the spare, addictive masterpiece 
that is the biography of that other misan-
thropic celibate, Isaac Newton (1), nor does 
it have the descriptive flair of the political, 
religious, and intellectual climates of the 
time as found in novels such as An instance of 
the fingerpost (2) or Havoc, in its third year (3).

The writing in The devil’s doctor is fine and 
the scholarship impressive. Still, I found that 
I strayed from this book. Like the Seraglio 
(4), it is long, elaborate, and quite pleasing 
in parts. However, it brought to mind the 
advice of Joseph II to the young composer: 
“Too many notes, my dear Mozart.”
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